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Student Success and Failure: as a matter of fact or
just how they are portrayed?
TREVOR GALE, Monash University, Australia
KATHLEEN DENSMORE, San Jose State University, USA
ABSTRACT This paper introduces and analyses three broad discourses of academic achieve-
ment and failure, speci cally those that speak of students’ de cits, disadvantages and
differences. It draws on interview data collected from teachers working in Australian primary
(elementary) and secondary (high) schools and on academic literature that speaks to the  eld.
The paper argues that ‘de cit’, ‘disadvantage’ and ‘difference’ represent discourses of consider-
able in uence in determining how teachers, students and parents de ne what constitutes success
or failure in schools, which respective approaches educators employ, and the beliefs we hold
about students who fail and those who succeed. In this respect, the paper is concerned with
matters of inclusion and exclusion in schooling. In particular, we seek to tease out the stories
that these discourses tell about student diversity, as a way of unmasking how students are
differently represented and how these representations serve to include some and exclude others
from the bene ts of schooling and society more broadly.
Introduction
Inclusive and exclusive social relations are matters of current interest in OECD
countries, particularly as they relate to diverse student populations in schools. In this
paper we discuss how these contrasting positions are variously represented by dis-
courses of de cit, disadvantage and difference. Because they are frequently used, dis-
courses of this kind have become familiar and have slipped into our collective common
sense despite their detrimental consequences in many instances. Well-known stories, it
seems, develop a way of hiding their hegemonic functions and effects. For these
reasons, we seek ways of uncovering underground stories and of rethinking ‘the
evidence and the postulates, of shaking up habits, ways of acting and thinking, of
dispelling commonplace beliefs, of taking a new measure of rules and institutions’
(Foucault, 1991, pp. 11–12). Our purpose is to  nd plausible and useful accounts of
diverse student populations that also recognise and promote the value of this diversity.
Guiding this exercise are three questions: (1) how can we best explain differential
academic achievement by groups of students; (2) what do explanations of school failure
have in common with our understandings of diversity; and (3) what would an under-
standing of difference look like if it enabled us to critique the relations of power within
which our knowledge of ourselves and others and our pedagogical practices are created,
and if it furthered social equality?
Of course, questions of this kind reveal something of our own theoretical and political
dispositions. It is our contention, for example, that to understand what is going on
inside schools, scholars and practitioners alike must take both local and global contexts
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8 T. Gale & K. Densmore
into account. This means that the validity of discursive explanations for the diversity
and differential academic achievement we examine can be found, in large measure, by
looking at their effects within the cultural context and relations of power in which they
operate. More speci cally, we examine where these discourses diverge in locating ‘the
problem’ and the different ‘solutions’ they offer. We pay special attention to differences
in the degree to which schools are believed to be a force for change. Finally, we look
at some of the beliefs and practices that inform and are informed by these discourses
and we consider how they are expressed in the debates and dialogue around notions of
diversity.
The paper draws on and utilises data from 20 semi-structured interviews focused on
teachers’ practices and conducted with teachers and parents across six Queensland
(Australian) government primary (elementary) schools and secondary (high) schools. A
major aspect of the research focused on the nature of and the extent to which actors at
the level of schools mediate government and departmental policy (in this case, policy
concerning students with learning dif culties/disabilities), thereby in uencing students’
schooling. Other aspects of the research considered the ways in which students (with
dif culties/disabilities) are conceived within schools and the language that is involved in
this construction. In Dale’s (1986) terms, the interviews provide the resources to explore
the topic of student success and failure in educational contexts. While the voices of
parents are not foregrounded in this account, the collective responses of all interviewees
have in uenced the paper’s overall structure and content. To maintain con dences,
extracts from these interviews are simply referenced to indicate the interviewee’s status
as a teacher (T) and are numbered (T1, T2, etc.) to distinguish one interviewee from
another.
Discourses of De cit
The  rst discourse of exclusion we examine, that of de cit discourse, speaks of schools
as unable to do much about differential academic achievements since they essentially
re ect individual differences in innate intelligence and talent. Ability is said to be a
discrete, quanti able, individual characteristic that has little if anything to do with
social context. In other words, one’s genetic make-up predominates over environmental
factors in determining intelligence. Much educational psychology has reinforced the
idea that each person is born with a largely determined mental capacity despite
differences in history, culture, and environment. It is not surprising then, the story goes,
that only a relatively small number of students bene t from higher-level outcomes of
schooling. While we can work to provide more equal educational opportunities,
differential academic achievement and related employment should be expected, given
individuals’ innate intellectual inequalities. Genetic de cits thus ensure and justify
differential educational and social rewards. More generally, statistically measured
intelligence explains social inequalities as well as privileges.
The idea that individuals are rewarded on the basis of their innate talent and effort
has wide appeal in modern societies and often has been used to explain or justify social
inequalities (see Goldthorpe, 1996, for a good discussion on the relationships between
IQ, effort, and merit). Even though objective impediments to socioeconomic justice
and equality exist, many people are convinced that capitalist societies, in particular,
offer equal opportunities (that is, equal access to education and, hence, to ‘advance-
ment’) to the vast majority, placing the responsibility for educational and economic
success (and failure) on an individual’s talents and effort. By focusing on individuals’
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Student Success and Failure 9
merits in this way, de cit discourses promote formal equality and popular agreement
that individuals should not be legally discriminated against because of their race,
ethnicity, gender, or socioeconomic class. In short, racism, sexism and other forms of
social discrimination are technically eradicated and any vestiges of these oppressive
relations will, in time, disappear.
The parallel story that this discourse tells, then, is that if you remain poor or
disadvantaged in some way, either you are not trying hard enough to succeed or you
simply do not have the talent to warrant better circumstances. Such sentiments were
re ected in comments by some of our students (teachers in preparation) who recently
made the following contribution to an email discussion list associated with one of their
foundation subjects:
We believe that every student has the opportunity to excel academically. We
stress the word choice as today there are academic scholarships, tuition support
and various other forms of support which can be easily accessed by students
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds who are serious about furthering their
education and in some circumstances attending university and breaking the
unemployment, poverty, illiteracy and social disharmony cycle. If these stu-
dents are serious about their learning, they can receive the support to further
their education and obtain a creditable job within society.
As Sharp (1980) explains, it is not uncommon to  nd low-income students across
cultures internalising this discourse, explaining their academic failure in terms of their
own individual de ciencies. Yet, the comments above are those of students who attend
a university that prides itself on its comparatively high numbers of students from low
socioeconomic backgrounds. Students from poor families, and there are comparatively
few within the university, are seen by their peers as having ‘made good’ and that this
is related to their personal efforts rather than their material circumstances. We would
add, then, to Sharp’s observations: that there are exceptions is also part of what makes
the above ideology hegemonic.
Teachers who also believe stories of academic success (and failure) focused solely on
one’s personal attributes tend to hold lower expectations for those students whom they
perceive to have limited ability. While this is often done with good intentions, for
example, to avoid the fear of embarrassing or frustrating a student by giving him or her
unreasonably dif cult work, these fears can unintentionally convey a patronising stance,
one that can do more to reinforce the student’s perceived de cits than anything else.
The solution, to give these students less dif cult tasks, ostensibly to preserve their
self-esteem, can in reality add to the dif culties they already face. By never being held
to high expectations, such students can end up being prepared for positions in society
that are less rewarding and respected than others. This is one way in which educational
tracking reinforces social strati cation. Reliance on IQ and other forms of testing to
decide where students should be placed and the acceptance of different kinds of
education for students with different abilities guide students toward different graded
types of employment. In short, differential preparation in school destines students for
different niches in the occupational hierarchy (see Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Anyon,
1981).
A good illustration of this exclusive discourse is evident in the following interview
extract. Here a secondary (high) school teacher (T4) describes her school as having a
few ‘fairly low ability students’. We were interested to know what discourses were at
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10 T. Gale & K. Densmore
work within the school to produce these assessments and what practices they implied
for teachers and schooling:
How do teachers identify students who are not as able to meet the academic
requirements of the school? How does that happen and what does the school do about
it?
They work a lot with the primary [elementary] school in terms of identifying
incoming students with dif culties. Perhaps it is easier in a smaller town to do
that and for the high school to be able to ascertain students at certain levels.
I think being in a small country town they are luckier in terms of having that
knowledge  lter through to them from the primary school and just from the
local area and knowing people and knowing the community. We have a
program at school that caters for students with learning disabilities. I have
three of these students, actually, in my HPE [Health and Physical Education]
class … They have been integrated into my class because I only have six other
students enrolled in that class and we have adapted the program for them.
The Grade 9 HPE curriculum does not include an Aquatics unit, but I’m
taking an Aquatics unit because I know that for these students that is an
interest for them. So the program is adjusted for them and the main purpose
is to integrate them in with the rest of the school and to allow them to be
involved in what is going on; to integrate them in with other people and allow
them to socialise with other students. But at the same time, they are not
allowed to go into certain classes that are just too far over their heads. It would
be pointless for them to sit there and for them to think ‘What am I doing here?
I am too stupid for this’. I think the whole purpose is they don’t want the
students to feel that they are at any disadvantage or that they are worse off
than anybody else. The whole emphasis is to get them in and get them
involved. (T4)
Even though we are left without a precise meaning for learning disabilities, illustrated
clearly in this teacher’s comments are her efforts to constructively participate in her
school’s attempts to manage students with a wide range of abilities and behaviours.
Adjustments are being made to the school’s administration, pedagogy and curricula to
accommodate students with perceived learning dif culties. The teacher appears to be
sensitive to the needs of these particular students and to the dangers of isolating them
from other students. And, in this speci c case, we have no evidence that these
adjustments per se are responsible for poor academic performance.
Clearly, all students do not need the same thing in school. For example, schools
should provide for and respond to differences among students in learning speed and
style, and some students need remediation in basic skills. However, while the debate
about the value or inequity inherent in tracking or ability grouping has not been settled
(e.g. Hallinan, 1994; Oakes, 1994), generally, it appears that ability grouping, or
grouping students on the basis of perceived academic performance, often contributes to
inequalities in the attainment of credentials as well as opportunities for mobility. There
is danger, for example, when students identi ed by poor academic performance are
located in the same mathematics class, in the same English class, and so on, given the
social sorting that invariably accompanies such practices. As Connell et al. (1982,
p. 117) note, ‘the stream becomes a social unit, not just an educational category’. We
do not provide opportunities for students to understand and learn from social differ-
ence if we organise their lives in ways that avoid them coming in to contact with others
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Student Success and Failure 11
different to themselves. Moreover, there is the prospect that students who take a
low-level mathematics class, for example, may never be able to take a higher-order
mathematics class. This is because low-track classes frequently omit content that is
necessary for mobility among track levels. Indeed, the research shows that differences
in the knowledge presented and the intellectual processes cultivated in different track
levels are often due to more than simply accommodating individual needs and that
social and educational consequences follow from these differences (Oakes, 1985).
There are short-term as well as long-term consequences of such measures as tracking
students through the system, ‘watering down’ the curriculum, keeping expectations low
and, therefore, achievable, and avoiding embarrassments and frustrations, which may
do more to deny students necessary indicators of their academic achievements and
close doors to possible futures. But we also need to pay attention to what these
arrangements can mean for teachers and schools, particularly in relation to issues of
change or, more speci cally, how they work to restrict the change required of systems
to what Ball (1994, p. 25) refers to as ‘ rst order effects’: changed practices and
structures but not intentions and outcomes (second order effects). Certainly, there is
important and signi cant work involved in identifying students who are experiencing
learning dif culties and in making adjustments to accommodate them. But there are
also considerable bene ts to the system in these forms of accommodation since schools
and schooling, on the whole, are not required to change very much; that is, the special
program designed to cater for these students seems also designed to do so with minimal
disruption to institutional arrangements, with the exception of placing increased re-
sponsibilities on teachers.
We see this when the teacher comments on the school’s rationale for selecting her
class as the site for the students’ placement: ‘they have been integrated into my class
because I only have six other students enrolled in that class’. Only a few ‘mainstream’
students, then, are affected by adjustments to the curriculum; an adjustment made not
on the basis of its dif culty, although this is implied, but on the basis of students’
immediate interests (i.e. their interest in aquatics). Moreover, these students are also
denied access into other presumably higher populated classes that apparently would
require more signi cant adjustment to the curriculum to accommodate them and,
therefore, disruption to greater numbers of students. In this context, what is taught and
learnt appears secondary to maintaining current administrative arrangements. As the
teacher explains, ‘the main purpose is to integrate them in with the rest of the school’,
not to change the school. While this is understandable from an organisational point of
view, still, ongoing, extensive staff development opportunities for teachers to learn
strategies for individualising instruction and for group instruction are critical. Contin-
ued learning about how to teach engaging problem solving and critical thinking to
students who are failing academically while simultaneously forming and maintaining
high expectations might make teaching such students more attractive to teachers.
The extent to which such training and resultant pedagogy would change the current
institutional structure of schools remains an open question. More important, even a
program of sustained and sophisticated professional development on pedagogy that is
both intellectually stimulating and culturally responsive, accompanied by correspond-
ing organisational changes in a school, cannot alone successfully address the academic
achievement problems of low-income students, especially poor students of colour. This
is a matter we return to in the  nal section of our paper.
In brief, de cit discourse does recognise diversity among students but anticipates a
very narrow range for it. Essentially, most students are the same and only a few differ
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12 T. Gale & K. Densmore
from the norm. The analogy it draws on is a medical and/or physiological one, albeit
informed by Western experiences; few children are deformed at birth, most are able to
function normally in the physical world. Similarly, as teachers, we can try to help
students with academic de cits but some do not want to be helped—that is, they do not
want to help themselves—or their de cits are so extreme that they cannot be helped
very much, and we just have to make things as comfortable as we can for them.
Different views about a person’s essence, or about whether or not individuals even have
an essence, have played a critical role in understanding diversity and its relation to
school performance. By suggesting that an individual student either has or does not
have ability, de cit discourses have a ready-made explanation for politicians, prospec-
tive employers and parents who want to know ‘Why can’t my child read?’ Neither
teachers nor the school can do much with students who lack ability, it is argued. By
locating the problem in one’s nature, a particular notion of the individual is implied—
that because there is something innate and inevitable about a student’s poor perform-
ance in school, it cannot be remedied.
Discourses of Disadvantage
A second discourse of exclusion shares with the  rst the assumption that there is
something natural or inevitable about disproportionate academic failure among stu-
dents from non-dominant groups. Discourses of disadvantage respond to the question,
‘Why can’t my child read?’ by pointing to individuals’ cultural and/or economic
disadvantages. This view suggests that when we look at the home backgrounds of
students from non-dominant groups we see that they are deprived, lacking in motiv-
ation, stimulation, proper values and discipline for success in school and, later, the job
market. The origins of inequality are thus located at the early stages in one’s life. White,
middle-class homes are seen as the norm for all students, regardless of their race,
ethnicity, or social class. Similar to students with less innate intelligence, these students
are considered to have accidentally inherited a lower intellectual aptitude given their
lack of a ‘proper’ upbringing.
Again, teachers in our research provided evidence of how this discourse of disadvan-
tage in uences their thinking and practices. We began the following interview by asking
this secondary (high) school teacher (T4) about the demographics of her school
community:
… it’s a very low socioeconomic area and a lot of the students come from
pretty horri c backgrounds; parents running off all over the country side and
students living with girlfriends, single mothers or single fathers. The students
are living with whoever they can actually live with. And there are aunties
taking care of kids because their parents are ‘un t’ or their single parent
families aren’t ‘ t’ to take care of them. There’s a high percentage of that but
I’m not quite sure of the  gures … my experience, so far, although it’s limited,
is that they are [black minority] students who come from those fairly broken,
unstable backgrounds …
What do you think the role of schooling is for these students?
From my experience of different schools, it’s not only just teaching them
maths, science, English, whatever. In a lot of cases, especially the kids I teach
now, it’s also about teaching them general manners, respect and how to
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Student Success and Failure 13
behave and to respect themselves, to have con dence in themselves, and trust.
It’s a whole body process. It’s not just academic because so many kids can’t
pick it up anyway, no matter how much you try to drum it into them. Their
learning curve is very low and their learning ability is very low.
In learning what?
In learning the things like maths or science or English, grasping concepts and
having to solve problems. [So] I am really one for teaching them, ‘Well, hang
on, you have just entered the room incorrectly. What should you say to me if
you come in late? What would you expect me to say to you?’ Just that sort of
thing. I know a lot of teachers do that. They really concentrate on that aspect
as far as proper behavioural, and social skills are concerned …
Why wouldn’t they learn those behavioural and social skills at home?
A lot of their parents have other priorities, to put it nicely. Their children
don’t mean a lot to them. For instance, poker machines have just been
introduced into this area and one of the teachers has told me that one
particular mother is too busy with the poker machines to worry about her
children; whether they get home from school, if they have done their home-
work, if they have clean clothes for the next day, or if they have lunch packed.
She is just down there at the poker machines all the time. That is her
distraction. I think there are quite a few students whose parents really don’t
care. To get them to go to school is to get them away for the day. And,
whether their children are down the back or wherever, they might be at a
friend’s place smoking marijuana or whatever they might be doing, the parents
wouldn’t know …
You don’t think there are worthwhile things these students can learn outside of
school?
They can learn certain things without schools, certainly. I mean, you look at
our parents. My parents, my father especially, had to leave school at a very
young age, and he’s one of the brightest men I know. But he was very lucky
in that he had a home environment that enabled him to learn, and continu-
ously learn, and he is secure enough in himself and in his background that he
will take information in. Whereas I think there is a need for schools—maybe
not so much for education as students see it—for somebody who has a very
bad home life. That’s an escape for them when they get to school. They’re
around their friends. They’re around, possibly, other cousins or family mem-
bers and they are around familiar things that are going to stay constant all the
time. And they learn the rules, even if they’re not soaking up any academic
information, like maths or English or science, they do learn something. They
learn something from school be it how to behave properly, how to sit properly
in a class, how to concentrate for two minutes, how to play sport, or how to
ask nicely at the school shop ‘Can I have this please?’ It’s a continuous
learning thing. (T4)
Notice the connections between de cit discourses and those of disadvantage, between
students whose ‘learning ability is very low’ and those who come from ‘pretty horri c
backgrounds’. In both cases students are deemed to be without some quality important
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
6:4
1 1
1 J
un
e 2
01
2 
14 T. Gale & K. Densmore
for academic achievement at school. That these two discourses are mobilised by the one
teacher (T4)—although we could have provided similar comments from other teachers
in our research—is another indication of their close relationship, that they are different
ways of making similar claims. Another important similarity is their emphasis on
individuals; even though discourses of disadvantage tend to focus on groups of individ-
uals, they still identify these as particular groups whose individuals have similar
characteristics. That is, groups are seen as little more than common descriptions of
similar individual traits. Where discourses of disadvantage differ, however, is they
suggest that social context has an impact on students’ school performances. This is
clear in the teacher’s comparison of her father’s ‘home environment that enabled him
to learn’ with the ‘very bad home life’ of many of her students, which presumably
explains why ‘they can’t pick up [the academic] anyway’.
What is absent from this teacher’s analysis, however, is a broader account of the
relationships between what these homes value and what is valued by schools. Without
fully realising the signi cance of her comments in this regard, she puts it aptly: ‘their
parents have other priorities’. For the teacher, this is a criticism, even if a polite one;
the norms of schools are those which are ‘right’ and ‘good’, and they also happen to be
her own. Stories of the immorality of parents (who are ‘running off all over the
countryside’ and are ‘too busy with the poker machines’ to adequately prepare their
children for school) are contrasted with the virtues of the school (the site of familiar
things that are going to stay constant all the time). Inevitably, there are stereotypes in
the teacher’s account—typical in disadvantage discourses—that associates poor, black
students and others who live in family arrangements different from those of white
middle-class families, with habits and dispositions that are detrimental to students’
academic achievement and their general well-being. In one respect, she is right; having
priorities different to schooling does make a difference to how well students fare.
Nonetheless, this teacher is optimistic for the future of these students, given the right
conditions at school. From this perspective, programs to expand opportunities for the
disadvantaged, termed ‘cultural enrichment’, can make an important difference. The
solution to cultural deprivation or disadvantage is to target these individuals, and
sometimes their families, to make up for what they lack; to compensate them with what
they are not likely to get at home. Notice the similarities here with the practices
associated with de cit discourses, that the curriculum is designed, albeit more overtly,
to include the social norms of dominant groups. So, what are the outcomes of this ‘new’
curriculum? As the teacher above puts it, ‘they learn the rules, even if they’re not
soaking up any academic information, like maths or English or science, they do learn
something’. One suspects that the hidden curriculum (‘the rules’) becomes almost
more important than the academic, although it is important to understand that the
latter is itself imbued with these rules. This gives a much richer understanding of her
description of schooling as constituting ‘a whole body process’.
Educational and social policies informed by a discourse of disadvantage thus typically
aim to modify those cultural practices that are believed to lead to low educational
achievement. Schools aim to compensate for family de cits. Research suggests that
early educational intervention for students who live in poverty can have bene ts in
terms of improved cognitive performance (e.g. Campbell & Ramey, 1994). But the
broader question remains: how can society and its institutions be organised so that
children do not grow up in poverty and instead are assured good environments? The
discourse of disadvantage maintains that the maintenance of deviant lifestyles and
values is the source of the problem; poor people themselves are the problem. Thus,
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Student Success and Failure 15
compensatory and remedial programs, particularly popular in many Western societies
in the 1960s and 1970s, aim to make poor students of colour behave and perform more
like white, middle-class students (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Given that schools are
structured around white, middle-class norms, this is logical: if students could be
changed to  t into these norms they would have the same opportunities for both
educational and economic success.
This perspective is not new. Historically, schools have been charged with socialising
the young into the dominant culture and norms of appropriate behaviour (e.g. Lazer-
son, 1977; Tyack, 1974). In the US, for example, the ‘founding fathers’ rejected the
idea of a multicultural society and instead advocated a uni ed American culture, one
formed from Protestant Anglo-Saxon traditions (Spring, 1997; Takaki, 1993). Both the
strategy of assimilation and the socialising function of schools take the Anglo-Saxon,
Protestant, male, middle-class culture as the benchmark, assume we live in a meritoc-
racy, and consider all students who do not succeed in school as having special needs,
with extra problems, and as forming a subset of the majority of students. Pedagogically,
these students are typically excluded from powerful forms of knowledge and cognitively
challenging curricula. Yet when they fail, teachers often remark, ‘This child isn’t
reading because of the home s/he comes from’; meaning, s/he does not get enough
sleep, suffers from poor nutrition, is not encouraged to learn and/or lacks positive role
models.
Discourses of Difference
Discourses of difference provide alternatives to the two exclusive discourses discussed
above and are represented by various strands. In this section we discuss two of these
before we turn to that strand which we believe has the greatest potential for explaining
school failure and for furthering social equality. Collectively, discourses of difference
distance themselves from de cit and disadvantage accounts that represent student
diversity as problematic and something to be remedied. Nevertheless, the two versions
of difference discourse we initially consider still tend to be exclusionary, the  rst
attempting to do away with notions of group diversity and the second attempting to do
away with critique of diverse groups. In this they continue the debates concerning
individuals and groups, interestingly, both drawing on essentialist rhetoric associated
with the nature side of nature–nurture debates. The third strand of difference discourse
we consider is more inclusionary and is identi able by its points of departure from these
posturings. In brief, it asserts the importance and value of groups in explaining
diversity, but also goes beyond this to argue for different forms of interaction between
groups and different forms for their representation amongst others.
In Our Own Way, We Are All Different
Diversity is often used to account for the array of different students who attend a
particular school and for their different student collections. But are these differences
meaningful? Some people think not. Some of the people who think not generally deny
or are oblivious to the existence or signi cance of group differences. Still others may
agree that social groups exist but consider them undesirable, viewing them as necess-
arily divisive and, therefore, to be avoided. The implicit notion (and the importance) of
the individual in these views has its philosophical roots in the European Enlightenment
of the late 17th century. During that period, a person’s identity was believed to be
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constituted by an essential inner core, existing from birth. Any in uence of culture or
society on a person’s sense of self was independent of, and came after, this essential
core. From this individualist conception of the person, groups impose limits on the
individual. Therefore, eliminating obstacles to one’s development requires treating
people as individuals with universal needs, not as members of groups with special needs
because of that membership.
Many teachers, for example, aware of the dangers of stereotyping, strive to deal with
their students as individuals in order to best meet their needs; diversity for these
educators might be conceived in terms of learning styles or personalities. Further,
well-meaning white educators may ignore group differences because they consider it
impolite or insensitive to recognise students’ colour, gender or poverty. Many of these
teachers regard their task as one of working towards the eventual demise of group
differences, or at least the socially ascribed ‘evils’ associated with diverse groups. Young
(1990) summarises the perspective as follows:
A truly nonracist, nonsexist society … would be one in which the race or sex
of an individual would be the functional equivalent of eye color in our society.
While physiological differences in skin color or genitals would remain, they
would have no signi cance for a person’s sense of identity or how others
regard him or her … People would see no reason to consider race or gender in
policy or everyday interactions. In such a society, social group differences
would cease to exist. (Young, 1990, p. 158)
In our research we found several examples of this discourse at work, few more explicit
than the one that follows. Amongst a number of questions concerning inclusive
teaching practices, we asked teachers for illustrations of how they sought to address
diversity in their teaching. One primary (elementary) school teacher (T7) gave the
following reply:
Well, I guess the ones that spring to mind are more the ones which are
purposely constructed. You know, it would be interesting for me to look at my
language when I’m not guarded and just see how it is constructed. There are
sort of two levels here. I mean they are not levels but two approaches. At times
I know that through the materials I bring to the class I deliberately address,
say sexism. So, I’ll go out of my way to talk about women mathematicians. I
won’t bring it in as women mathematicians, I don’t like doing that, but I will
bring in the work of a mathematician who happens to be a woman. In this way
I try to make it very clear to the kids—even though I’m not doing it
explicitly—to make the case that it’s really incidental to it. You know, make
it explicit, but incidental …
So you have two agendas?
Well, I de nitely have another agenda in that there may be two mathemati-
cians that I could bring into the same area and I may purposefully select the
female because it gives the opportunity to reinforce the point that mathematics
should not be gendered. For primary [elementary] school kids and for second-
ary [high] school students, I think that’s important, I really do. So yes, it’s
deliberate. What I’m saying is that the actual process by which I introduce it
to the class involves making it sound completely incidental. I won’t tell them
I had a choice of two and I chose this one. (T7)
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Although this teacher’s intentions are to challenge the stereotypes associated with
mathematicians and women, and thereby instil in his students a ‘natural’ acceptance for
this combination, it is dif cult to see how this approach addresses the gendering of
social relations in mathematics classrooms and in mathematical contexts more broadly,
simply through the (virtual and silent) presence of female mathematicians. ‘Mathemat-
ics should not be gendered’, but it is, and why should we think it to be otherwise? We
wonder what a classroom might look like which explicitly took this on board: that
mathematics silences particular ways of thinking about the world (see Orenstein, 1994).
More generally, it is striking how this strand of difference discourse actually works to
negate differences from the norm through their assimilation under a seemingly univer-
sal umbrella.
Difference Is to be Celebrated, Not Questioned
By contrast, a second strand of difference discourse places great emphasis on group
diversity. Some (but not all) of the people who adhere to this discourse also assume that
not only individuals but groups as well have a pre-existing essential core to their identity,
that there is some inherent quality that characterises the essence of a particular
racial/ethnic, gender or cultural group. From this position and even that of a more
social constructivist orientation, diversity is seen as related to the cultural traditions of
groups and as intrinsically positive. Hence, cultural differences should not only be
maintained but uncritically recognised and af rmed, particularly since such
maintenance, recognition and af rmation is believed to enhance a group’s self-
esteem. This is also important in a context where culturally de ned groups are assumed
to be struggling for the (moral) right to maintain their culture and for recognition
against a common oppressor: cultural domination by the Anglo, middle-class male
norm.
While critics argue that the minority-group politics that mobilises this discourse is
narrowly self-interested, in fact, these movements arose in the  rst place to protest the
 ctions of a society which boasted that it offers a ‘level playing  eld’ for all its members
(Fraser, 1997, p. 5). Other critics argue that this discursive difference does away with
the need to speci cally address racial inequalities and other wider structures of exploi-
tation and oppression, given their preoccupation with issues of group identi cation.
There appears some support for such criticism in the way difference discourse plays out
in (teachers’) actions. Representing, in some ways, the  ipside to the view that groups
are deprived if they fail to match up to the norm, this strand of multiculturalism
romanticises cultural variations or differences and endorses the cultivation and mainte-
nance of distinct cultural identities. By re ecting the cultures, experiences, and per-
spectives of diverse groups in school curricula, it is posited, teachers can provide the
means to improve the academic performances of students from non-dominant groups
(e.g. Banks, 1988). Many contemporary multicultural programs are based on these
assumptions, celebrating cultural differences in the belief that if people learn about
cultures different from their own, this in itself will promote tolerance and social
harmony.
A number of these issues presented themselves in an interview one of us conducted
with a secondary (high) school teacher (T10). The discussion ranged across the
teacher’s experiences with indigenous (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander) students,
at one point focusing on issues relating to their identities:
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I notice that you seem to use the phrase ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ very
deliberately.
Yes, yes.
Why is that?
Well, I lived in the Torres Straits and I’ve lived with Aboriginal people as well
and I know that they are different groups. They identify very strongly as
separate groups. I also never use the term ‘ATSI’ [Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander]. The reason for that is that ATSI to me is a derogatory term,
because it’s a shortening.
I have had Aboriginal people tell me that too.
Yes. I won’t use it for that particular reason. Aboriginal people around here
call themselves ‘Murries’. I consider the word ‘Murri’ to be something that
that group would use but I don’t feel that I have the closeness or that it’s up
to me to use it. It’s not appropriate for me to use that term because I’m not
part of that group. It’s something they would use more amongst themselves.
I am part of the formal community of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders
here because I am part of this teaching unit, but I am not really part of that
group. No matter what I do or attempt to do to be included in that group, I’m
not. And so, therefore, I refuse to use that term and I think that, to a lot of
people, that is considered as the right approach. I don’t immediately assume
that I am going to be that close and that well liked or well accepted to be able
to use that particular term. Also, Torres Strait Islanders don’t like the term
‘Murri’ at all because it tends to be a Queensland term. And then in Victoria,
Aboriginal people call themselves ‘Koories’, but Queensland Aborigines
would never use that word to refer to themselves because they think it implies
someone who is neither white nor black but something in between. (T10)
There is a great deal of intended respect for indigenous Australians in this teacher’s
comments, evidenced in his deliberate use of what he regards as positive language in
keeping with his knowledge of how his students see themselves. There is also a degree
of separateness; a lack of closeness and a feeling of inappropriateness in using terms
that belong to other groups. Indeed, the phrase ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’
is not one claimed by indigenous Australians for themselves but assigned by others. In
this sense, it too could be regarded as derogatory as its shortened version. Our purpose
in highlighting these matters, though, is not so much to raise the issue of how groups
are identi ed—whether they are involved in their own identi cation or not, even
though that is an important issue—but as a way of looking beyond issues of
identi cation, to where they fall short of a positive positioning for all groups in society.
To be fair to this teacher, he may well have been willing and able to provide further
evidence in this regard, had we asked. And had we asked, we would have wanted to
know what space this particular discourse of difference creates for groups, particularly
non-dominant groups, to foster their own development and expression and to partici-
pate in decision-making processes that directly affect them. In other words, how does
the celebration of difference—and its attendant rejection of criticism—contribute to
differences in the circumstances of marginalised groups?
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We Create Our Social Differences, and Distances
Through these critiques of discourses of de cit, disadvantage and difference we have
attempted to signal points of departure for a third and more inclusive strand of
difference discourse. Here we address this project more directly, although not without
revisiting some of the more persistent themes that prevail in current accounts of
schooling. In this new accounting of ‘the problem’, we identify potential ‘solutions’ in
not only seeing differences as variations rather than deviations from a dominant norm
(Fraser, 1997), but also in recognising the intersections amongst groups and in school
curricula (including its assessment procedures) that represents the interests of groups
(taking account of their differential capacities to assert these). We begin by making the
case that inclusion requires a concern for social processes that produce the standards by
which we make judgements about social groups’ relative worth.
To recap what has to this point been implied, inclusive discourses of difference do
not assume that assimilation into the dominant culture is the preferred avenue through
which diverse groups can be accepted and contribute to the larger society. Rather,
assimilation is viewed as a process through which dominant, privileged groups de ne
the standards according to which everyone else will be judged. Social and cultural
differences between subordinate groups and the dominant group become institution-
alised in social practice or in legal, labour and educational codes, placing oppressed
peoples at a disadvantage in measuring up to dominant norms. In this way, policies of
assimilation perpetuate disadvantage in a diverse society (Young, 1990, p. 164). For
example, by believing that our common culture is colour-blind, privileged white people
construct ideologies that allow them to deny the existence of racial inequality while
simultaneously bene ting from it. Further, assimilation can perpetuate disadvantage by
assuming we have a common democratic culture, so that people avoid recognising
practices that have and continue to exclude oppressed peoples from full participation,
especially the poor and immigrants. Culturally biased performance tests, and teachers
and administrators who are ignorant of the diverse cultures represented in their schools
and of the processes of second language acquisition and development, are examples of
barriers that many youth continue to confront in school.
Inclusive discursive practices, therefore, should be about the integration into public
life of diverse groups—not their assimilation into a mainstream norm—so that all
people are able to express their interests and experiences on an equal basis with
everyone else (see Young, 1990). This is signi cant at a time when David Corson
(1998) argues that today’s ‘capitalist social relations are the most assimilatory cultural
forces that the world has ever seen’ (p. 3). Such observations are germane for schools
that are increasingly viewed as businesses and which are necessarily reworking the kinds
of relationships that exist between students, teachers, parents and administrators, as
well as the quality and kinds of outcomes we strive for. Even though diverse groups are
being recognised more than before, perhaps primarily as potential markets for products,
at the same time, capitalist social relations create pressures toward sameness of values
and behaviour. Administrators, teachers and students are having to perform according
to prescribed criteria in a market environment over which they appear to have less and
less control (see Whitty et al., 1998 for an insightful look at school choice in the current
economic and political context).
Emerging conventional pedagogical wisdom in the 1990s posits that rather than
understanding how social class, gender and race/ethnicity contribute to school failure,
educators should focus on how teaching itself can contribute to academic success for all
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students. In schools throughout the Western world, new performance standards with
prescribed skills and learning outcomes have been adopted that all students must meet
by a speci ed date. While this approach does not necessarily deny the existence of social
difference, it appears to consciously ignores it. In part this may be a response to the
frequent misuse of ‘diversity’, for example, when teachers use knowledge of different
cultures to stereotype students or when students themselves internalise these stereo-
types. Nevertheless, as Johnston (1990, p. 68) argues, to say ‘this is the knowledge, here
is the exam and everything else is a matter of will’ is a deceptively simple, impoverished
notion of teaching and learning.
The proposal that adopting uniform standards for teaching and learning, or better
teaching and management practices, can alone result in widespread academic success
is challenged by an inclusive discourse of difference which views current formal
education as likely to perpetuate pedagogical practices that impede the academic
growth of certain groups of students in ways that most people do not recognise. In fact,
research suggests that poor students and students of colour—groups that typically have
to contend with stereotypes of low ability and poor motivation—will be among the  rst
to suffer from the push to establish a narrow range of performance indicators (Gillborn,
1995). Racial, gendered and class oppression persist in capitalist societies generally and
in education in particular. A large and growing body of scholarship demonstrates that
inequalities among racial/ethnic groups are reproduced through systematic school
practices (e.g. Giroux, 1983). We  nd, therefore, a disproportionate academic failure
rate among these students. The most powerful explanation for school failure from this
perspective is twofold: (1) that the needs of students from poor and non-dominant
backgrounds are neither well served nor are their interests adequately represented by
the public school system (see, for example, Chapa & Valencia, 1993; Oakes, 1985); and
(2) educational reform needs to take place in conjunction with larger changes in our
society and economy, such as policies for taxation, employment, health care and so on.
Thus, in order to understand differential academic achievement, we must look at the
structures and processes of schooling, including the kind of relationships schools have
with communities outside their walls. Arguably, the ‘solutions’ in the discourses
discussed above are focused on individuals’ attributes and their family backgrounds
instead of what are ultimately problems generated by structural inequities in society.
These solutions ignore the unequal distribution of economic resources and the extreme
dif culties certain groups of people have in accessing them. They also fail to recognise
and critically interrogate racism and sexism and their implications for identity forma-
tion, school practices, norms and values and school–community relations. While
inclusive discourses of difference are concerned with recognition of cultural particulari-
ties, they do not simply adopt an oppositional stance toward the mainstream, uncriti-
cally af rming all aspects of all cultures and identities. Critical poststructuralists and
antiracists argue that much of the scholarship around diversity has made cultural
difference an end in itself either by focusing on the vast heterogeneity of new cultural and
political formations or by only looking at similarities based on race, for example, and
omitting interactions with class or gender. Indeed, Gillborn (1995, p. 83) cautions
against a form of ethnic difference that recognises culture as not only an important
factor in the structuring of social experience, but as the essential category.
Rather than this single-factor approach, by focusing on the  uid nature of cultures,
including their intersections with race, class and gender, we can better understand the
multiple forces at work on and through individuals and groups. Thus, contrary to
essentialist perspectives, other theorists view race, culture, identity and gender as
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complex relations that are contradictory and dynamic in character (McCarthy, 1990).
Some who hold this perspective emphasise the social construction of identity and culture
rather than assuming some objective inherent character. Gender relations, then, are
constructed in interaction. Individuals thus create and choose for themselves the identity
they wish, to some extent, and modify them accordingly, depending upon their
situation, experiences, associations, and so on. Differences and identities, in this view,
are created; they are not given as a matter of fact.
Thus, while the tracking and labelling of certain students are recognised as likely to
curtail educational opportunities (see Macias, 1996), at the same time, prevention and
early intervention initiatives by teachers and schools can help address the needs of
underperforming students. There is a difference between: (1) drawing on widely held
and dif cult to eradicate prejudices and labelling particular students (the usual likely
suspects) on the basis of these prejudices; and (2) identifying early signs of disaffection
from school and working with families, community representatives, and community
agencies to address issues of poverty and discrimination (see, for example, Vigil, 1999).
The  rst approach ignores the fact that, with few exceptions, people who have been and
continue to be oppressed have neither the power nor the resources to bring about
necessary changes; whereas the second approach holds some promise of improving
students’ academic progress and social well-being because it assumes that appropriate
structural changes can be made, for example, to eliminate poverty.
Conclusion
It is our position, along with hooks (1989), that while it is true that identities are being
shaped and reshaped as we interact with different people and acquire experiences, and
although different identities overlap, alternative identities are not equally available to
everyone. Class, race/ethnic and gender strati cation, their intersections, and objective
constraints and historical circumstances, create a different range of choices and options
for any individual’s identity, status and circumstance. Consequently, we need to
understand issues of culture and identity in ways that reveal their relation to social and
material inequalities, including both the barriers and opportunities for all students’
academic success. We also need to discern positive approaches to differential treatment
so that we encourage those forms of human diversity which embody the potential to
create and sustain genuine democracy with equal justice for all.
Drawing on McLaren (1997) and Fraser (1997), we believe that recognising diversity
alone, emphasising only the need for diverse groups to be given more respect, cannot
eliminate differential academic achievement, nor can it eradicate injustices in today’s
world. By itself, cultural recognition does not necessarily critique class divisions nor the
role that schools and other institutions play in reproducing these divisions. The task
before us, therefore, is to examine all of the structural arrangements that variously
position different groups of people as unequal with one another. We need to under-
stand how culture and the economy work together to produce injustices (Fraser, 1997),
both inside and outside of schools. For example, we need ways of talking about the
interaction of gendered and racial/ethnic relations in the economic functions that
schools perform. We need to analyse how power relations work within different
contexts and how they in uence our perceptions about other people as well as of
ourselves.
In our view, then, a more radical democratic politics for schooling is dependent on
three interrelated conditions: (1) space for students to name, critique and develop their
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own identities within an environment that fosters respect for these; (2) space for
students to express and examine their feelings and develop their skills, and have these
heard and appreciated; and (3) space for students to be involved in the determination
of the conditions under which they engage with their education. From this standpoint,
we would no longer assume that it is only natural, fair and ef cient for schools and
society to differentially reward the ‘most talented’ students, according to the norms of
the dominant culture. Rather, we would challenge their inherent bias and examine how
schooling in particular and our culture in general create and de ne certain categories
of success and failure. Teachers’ pedagogy would be informed not only by knowledge
of students’ background experiences and understandings but also by a radical critique
of power relations inside and outside of the school. We would tend to assume that the
group interests of students who come from non-dominant backgrounds deserve positive
differential treatment in educational policies and practices to bring out their potential
and unique participation to promote integration, not assimilation. Instead of implying
de cits or disadvantage, our reading of inclusive discourses is that sociocultural differ-
ences are mediated by social relations in modern societies largely based upon economic
exploitation. This particular understanding can help us construct more emancipatory
pedagogical practices; important work as our social institutions become increasingly
imbued with the values of the market.
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